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Abstract 
The official need for content teachers to teach the language features of their fields has never been 
greater in Australia than now. In 2012, the recently formed national curriculum board announced that 
all teachers are responsible for the English language development of students whose first language or 
dialect is not Standard Australian English (SAE). This formal endorsement creates an important 
juncture regarding the way expertise might be developed, perceived and exchanged between content 
and language teachers through collaboration, in order for the goals of English language learners in 
content areas to be realised.  To that end, we conducted an action research project to explore and 
extend the reading strategies pedagogy of one English language teacher who teaches English language 
learners in a parallel junior high school Geography program. Such knowledge will be valuable for all 
teachers as they seek to contribute to English language development goals as outlined in national 
curricula.  
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Introduction  
 Cultural and linguistic diversity is a growing feature of high school classrooms across the 
world. Students come from varied language and cultural backgrounds and many who enter the 
mainstream classroom are still in the process of acquiring standard versions of English as an 
Additional Language or Dialect (EAL/D). Over 5000 students in Queensland high schools in 
Australia are migrants or refugees or are from backgrounds other than English (Department of 
Education and Training, ESL Database, 2011). All are learning content while learning English and are 
struggling to keep up with a moving target. The responsibility often falls to mainstream teachers to 
provide these learners with accessible and comprehensible learning tasks and materials. However, in 
some schools, where a critical mass of EAL/D students is reached, specialist EAL/D teachers are 
provided though federal and state funding. The situation in the US is similar. Urquhart and Frazee 
(2012) note that during 2008-2009, five million English language learners (ELLs) were enrolled in K-
12 classrooms, and that this brings frustration to general education teachers who know they are meant 
to differentiate their instruction but are not sure how to do so. 
 During the 1980s, The Language Across the Curriculum (LAC) movement spread from the 
United Kingdom to New Zealand, Australia and other countries and promoted a student-centred, 
language learning focus in all discipline areas. Corson (1990, 1993) extended this to include ‘second’ 
language given the growing representation of bilingual learners in English-speaking countries. In 
Queensland, Australia, government-funded programs such as the English Language Development 
Across the Curriculum project (Commins, Houston & Lambart, 1989) saw specialist EAL/D teachers 
working systematically with subject area teachers in schools with high proportions of migrant and 
refugee-background learners, and Indigenous populations who spoke Aboriginal English and/or a 
local Indigenous dialect. The aim was to make the language of the subject area transparent to content 
teachers and therefore teachable by them. Despite this being well received by many content teachers, 
funding cuts prevented this program from continuing.  May and Wright (2007) observe that such 
holistic, cross-curricula programs have “withered” (p. 372) due to reductionist views of literacy and 
compartmentalisation of discipline areas that better serve high-stakes testing.  
Responding to national curriculum goals for English language learners 
  4
 For a range of political, economic and pedagogic reasons, inclusion of language learners in 
mainstream classes has become the norm in Australia. Typically, English language teachers provide 
mainstream in-class support, with or without significant collaboration with mainstream content 
teachers. They also provide parallel programs for groups of English language learners, where the 
same content is taught but modified and with a stronger language focus (Davison, 2001; Gibbons, 
2002).  This model can be likened to the indirect adoption of a content-based language teaching 
approach as observed by Creese (2005) in the UK. Withdrawal and support models each have 
strengths and weaknesses and these have been well documented (Coyle, Hood and Marsh, 2010; 
Davison, 2001; Harklau, 1999; Gibbons, 2002). 
 In 2011, the recently formed Australian Curriculum, Reporting and Assessment Authority 
(ACARA) made it explicit that all teachers will be required to provide pedagogy that responds to the 
language learning needs of students whose first language is not English, regardless of whether these 
teachers have had formal language teacher training. The 2012 version of the EAL/D Teacher 
Resource Overview states that, 
“Each area of the curriculum has language structures and vocabulary particular to its 
learning domain, and these are best taught in the context in which they are used. All teachers 
are responsible for teaching the language and literacy demands of their learning areas.”     
(ACARA, 2012, p. 2) 
This formal endorsement creates a critical juncture regarding the way expertise might be developed, 
perceived and exchanged between content and language teachers through collaboration, in order for 
the goals of English language learners in content areas to be realised. Hence, we have an interest in 
further developing English language teachers’ knowledge of and practice in ‘curriculum content-
based’ language teaching.  
 The view of content-based language teaching that underpins this project is that which is 
proposed by Fang and Schleppegrell (2008), Alvermann, Phelps and Gillis (2010), and Unsworth 
(2001), based on a systemic, functional theory of language (Halliday, 1994). That is, content area 
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literacy is specialised according to the discipline area. While there are some aspects of literacy and 
language that are common to a range of subject areas, each discipline area will produce and demand 
different lexico-grammatical and rhetorical textual features that reflect and construct the knowledge of 
that area, in dynamic ways (Wyatt-Smith and Cumming, 1999). Paying attention to the language of 
the discipline area, Fang and Schleppegrell (2008) argue, “can help students develop content 
knowledge at the same time they develop more advanced reading skills” (p. 10, our emphasis). Within 
Geography, such language includes nominalisation - turning processes or verbs, or adjectives into 
nouns (Fang and Schlepeggrell, 2008); generalisations about geographical processes leading to the 
giving of reasons for observed phenomena (Hewings and North, 2006); and genres such as 
explanations and descriptions (Commins et al, 1989). Simultaneous weaving between knowledge 
constructs and the language that reflects and generates this knowledge is a pedagogical challenge for 
many teachers and EAL/D students (Creese, 2005), and is what this project seeks to explore.   
 The problematic nature of collaboration between curriculum content teachers and language 
teachers, and the related impetus for this project, is discussed in the next section. This is followed by 
an outline of the action research project. The three particular content-based reading strategies under 
focus are then defined, rationalised with literature and presented as snapshots of practice. These 
strategies are: Scanning and working out meaning of words in context; Drawing attention to signal 
words in authentic factual reading material and semantic relations in texts; Identifying ‘top level’ 
structures. Various teaching resources we developed are also presented along with reflections on the 
interventions. Suggestions for enhancing  teacher knowledge and practice within curriculum content 
areas, based on action research like this, are then presented.  
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Positioning language teachers for effective cross-curricular collaboration 
 Collaboration between teachers with different domain-specific knowledge and pedagogy has 
long been heralded as worthy of pursuit and partnerships are a major focus within teachers’ work 
(Sim, 2010). Collaboration has taken various forms in a range of countries including the Partnership 
Teaching model in the United Kingdom where teachers build on the common co-operative idea of 
planning and teaching to support learning, for example, linking the work of two teachers or entire 
departments across school curriculum (Bourne, 1997).  Successful collaboration between EAL/D and 
mainstream teachers is symbolised by a systematic and symbiotic relationship at a whole school level 
that takes into account more than just sharing materials and including EAL/D learners in activities 
(Davison & Williams, 2001; Leung, 2011; Peercy & Martin-Beltran, 2011; Rushton, 2008). However, 
a key impetus for this project was an awareness of the often problematic identities and social practices 
EAL/D teachers navigate when working collaboratively with content area teachers. Of the literature 
surveyed, all authors suggest that collaboration between EAL/D and curriculum content teachers is 
challenging and requires particular attitudes and practices to make it successful. Hammond’s (2008) 
study of 228 teachers in high schools and primary schools in Sydney, Australia, found that one of the 
most challenging aspects of teaching EAL/D students in mainstream settings is the “personal and 
professional challenge of working collaboratively with other teachers” (p. 134). Davison (2006) 
analysed collaborative talk among in-service teachers and found five levels of teacher collaboration: 
pseudo-compliance or passive resistance, compliance, accommodation, convergence (and some co-
option), and creative co-construction (p. 468). Creese (2002) also analysed teacher talk between 
EAL/D and mainstream teachers and found that subject teachers ‘owned’ their own content area, 
whereas EAL/D teachers did not indicate, in their talk at least, a similar level of ownership within the 
classroom. She also argues that EAL/D teachers are firmly positioned as ‘facilitators of learning’ 
rather than as content teachers, even though knowledge of language is substantive ‘content’ in its own 
right, and underpins all learning (Gibbons, 2002). Learning content, particularly Maths and Science, is 
often privileged over language and literacy in school culture (May & Wright, 2007) and language 
teacher education is often seen as secondary to learning to teach school content areas that have 
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historical influence and positioning (Arkoudis, 2006; de Jong & Harper, 2005; Lucas & Grinsberg, 
2008). This influence, though, is largely established through educational policy and so, foregrounding 
the teaching of language to linguistically diverse student populations in a national curriculum may 
now see this imbalance somewhat redressed (Corson, 1999). Arkoudis’s (2006) study, in which she 
examined planning conversations between in-service EAL/D teachers and Science teachers, found 
that mainstream Science teachers position EAL/D teachers in less powerful ways during their 
collaborative planning conversations. She concludes that “EAL teachers have felt uneasy about 
working with mainstream teachers as the professional relationship is fraught with misunderstandings 
and misconceptions, where the subject specialist has the power to accept or reject suggestions and 
where EAL teachers feel increasingly frustrated in their work… (and that) negotiating pedagogic 
understandings is a profound journey of epistemological reconstruction” (Arkoudis, 2006. p. 428). 
EAL/D teachers therefore, she argues, need to be tenacious and skilled in establishing their 
knowledge-base authority, and that training needs to prepare teachers to navigate the uneven terrain 
that exists between EAL/D and curriculum content teachers. Part of doing so, we argue, is being 
willing to identify where EAL/D teachers’ knowledge is in need of development, particularly in 
relation to mainstream content area texts and their language features, and pedagogy that makes this 
explicit. As Hammond (2012) points out, the inclusion of language teaching in the Australian national 
curriculum brings with it both hope and challenge. It creates a significant opportunity for teachers of 
content-based language, like the teacher this project reports on, to be more highly profiled in enacting, 
reflecting on and further developing this curriculum.  
Consequently, our interest is in extending one language teacher’s ability to teach language 
features in one curriculum content area – Geography.  Ultimately, our intention is the expansion of 
her pedagogic expertise, with a particular focus on reading, so as to place her in a more powerful 
position in her school culture as the national curriculum implementation unfolds. Alice can then share 
what she learned with content area teachers, thereby contributing to the generation of achievable 
common goals (Peercy & Martin-Beltran, 2011, p. 662) from a position of reflective and local 
knowing.   
Responding to national curriculum goals for English language learners 
  8
The Action Research project 
 In 2011, academics from the Faculty of Education at Queensland University of Technology 
(QUT) in Brisbane, Australia were encouraged to work with teachers in schools to create mutually 
beneficial partnerships in what were called “Academics in the Real World” projects.  In this particular 
project, three academics from QUT – Dr Karen Dooley, Dr Erika Hepple and I (Jennifer) – became 
involved at Kedron State High School at the school’s request. Kedron High School has a total 
population of 1170 students including over 200 students whose language background is not English 
and who are eligible for specialist EAL/D support. Students in the junior high school study the core 
subjects of English, Maths, Science and Geography/History in withdrawal classes with specialist 
language teachers like Alice. The classes follow the direction of the mainstream curriculum, taking a 
fraction of the content material and then focusing on intense language development activities. This 
approach reflects a language-driven content and language integration model where content is used as 
a vehicle to learn the target language (Banegas, 2012; Met, 1999).  
 The class in focus in this project was a Year 8 class (age 12-13 years), the first year of high 
school in Queensland, Australia at the time. The class was comprised of thirteen students from a range 
of cultural backgrounds: Karen from Burma, Nepali, Albanian, Sri Lankan, Sudanese, Iranian, Papua 
New Guinean and Taiwanese. Some were recently though not newly arrived, and others had attended 
primary school for two to four years in Australia. To illustrate the diversity of learners, we briefly 
describe a few of Alice’s students. Hsar (all student names are pseudonyms) is a Karen student, born 
in a refugee camp in Thailand. The Karen people in these camps have a well-organized education 
system, and now in Australia, they are hungry to learn and get ahead. They have world knowledge 
that is not valued in the Australian education system and lack basic understanding of fundamental 
concepts teachers take for granted. Recently, the school has seen an increase in students from central 
Asia, all with different learning needs and each with a unique story. Mehry is from Iran. Her parents 
are academics who are studying in Australia and as a student who had learnt English only as a foreign 
language, she has a surprisingly strong level of English. Justine from Papua New Guinea has grown 
up speaking English and was spending time in the class to consolidate her confidence to work with the 
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text types and develop academic skills. Denise from Sudan came to Australia as a refugee over five 
years ago. She has extremely competent social language skills, but is quite challenged by the demands 
of academic writing and speaking. Many of the students had interrupted schooling due to refugee-
background experiences, and all had varying levels of literacy in their home languages. Exposure to 
reading texts in English was largely limited to what they do in school. Some parents did not speak or 
read English and therefore could not help them with home reading tasks.  
 
Action Research model 
 The Action Research (AR) process used in this project was based on Burns’s (1999; 2009) 
model. Carr and Kemmis (1986) argue AR is very useful for teachers as “a form of self-reflective 
enquiry undertaken by participants in social situations in order to improve the rationality and justice 
of their own practices, their understanding of these practices and the situations in which the practices 
are carried out” (p. 162). Central concepts that underpin AR (Burns, 2009) appealed to us. These 
included:  empowering participants in a social situation, and self-consciously criticising what exists 
through becoming aware of assumptions that influence the social situation (in our case, the teaching 
of content to/with EAL/D learners). Working to confront inequities in the system was another reason 
AR was employed.   
 In this approach, Burns (2009) suggests to collaborate or dialogue with others in order to 
identify the issues and also to collect and analyse data. To that end, we conducted an initial 
professional development session with all of the EAL/D teachers at Kedron High in which a 
comprehensive review of current literature on reading comprehension was provided by Karen Dooley. 
Discussion with the teachers then followed to identify the particular areas they wanted to focus on 
with particular classes culminating in a range of issues being brainstormed. Each academic teamed up 
with one of the teachers. Classroom observations were then made by the academics and many ensuing 
one-on-one discussions with the participating teachers helped to tease out the particular areas of 
concern and the strategies to employ.  
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  Alice identified her area of professional need as metacognitive reading strategies. Drawing 
on a range of research (by Baker 2002; Pressley, 2002; Trabasso & Bouchard, 2002; Cain 2006), 
Grabe (2009) argues that developing metacognitive reading strategies is valuable in second language 
teaching as it improves detecting text difficulties as well as memory of text material. It can also aid 
performance on standard reading tests. Many strategies are included under this umbrella, for example,  
 Having a reason for reading and being aware of this; 
 Recognising text structure; 
 Identifying the main idea and important details; 
 Relating text to background knowledge; 
 Recognising relevance of a text to reading goals; 
 Recognizing and attending to difficulties; 
 Reading carefully.                                
Alice deemed this an important area to explore because it is essential for independent and successful 
reading independently across content areas in the school curriculum, not only in Geography. This 
focus was then substantiated by our joint observations of student difficulty in relation to negotiating 
particular reading tasks in class, and fine-tuned through our discussions.  Limited vocabulary –both 
general academic and discipline-specific - was consistently the greatest impediment to reading 
success in this group. Students also lacked skills in using context and in identifying genre or language 
signals to help them navigate a text. While they were able to read a text aloud with reasonable 
fluency, real processing of the meaning and their ability to retell was quite weak. The students needed 
much practise in identifying gaps in their knowledge after reading and synthesizing ideas. To 
illustrate, Sana from Burma clearly felt overwhelmed when confronted with a website of information. 
As a very conscientious student, she would laboriously work through each sentence, never moving to 
understanding of the whole text. Xiao Mei from Taiwan wished to research pigmy sloths. Her 
challenge was in locating the limited information available on quite sophisticated sites and 
synthesizing it into a cohesive text.  
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 Deliberate intervention into the way things are usually done is a key step in the AR process 
and this was undertaken in several phases, with adjustments made along the way following reflection 
and further discussion.  At this stage, it was useful to consult various documents suggesting the 
reading outcomes teachers are expected to work towards and on which students are assessed. In terms 
of reading and viewing, the Queensland Studies Authority (QSA) suggested that by the end of Year 9 
(the second year of high school in Queensland at the time of the project) students should be able to 
demonstrate a range of reading skills. Our focus was on one of these; that students would be able “to 
use a number of active comprehension strategies to interpret texts, including activating prior 
knowledge, predicting, questioning, identifying main ideas, inferring, monitoring, summarising and 
reflecting” (QSA, 2007 p.3). At the time the project was conducted, the national curriculum had not 
been introduced and teachers were still working from state-based educational guidelines and curricula.  
Less detail is given in the national curriculum General Capabilities Literacy continuum across the 
stages of schooling published in January 2012. For the reading and viewing aspects of literacy, this 
document suggests, rather vaguely, that by the end of Year 8, students ought to be able to demonstrate 
two skill sets: 
 integrate topic and textual knowledge and develop strategies, including selecting, 
navigating, monitoring meaning and crosschecking to read and view learning area 
texts  
 understand, interpret and evaluate literal and inferential information in learning area 
texts, identify main ideas and supporting evidence, and analyse different perspectives 
and points of view.                                           (ACARA, 2012b, p. 16.) 
With these reading outcomes in mind, and knowing her students well, Alice determined a number of 
aims after the professional development seminar and our initial discussions. 
Alice’s initial goals: 
 To help students become aware of their role as readers; 
 To help them proactively use reading strategies when tackling reading tasks; 
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 To assist learners to be able to confidently read for and extract relevant information from a 
range of web sites and other source materials during their independent research on 
endangered animals. 
 To enhance students ability to go beyond basic information retrieval to more in- depth 
processing of text. 
Snapshots of practice 
 In a unit on Endangered Animals, we worked together to address areas of need identified as 
pertinent for students at level 4/5 in the English as a Second Language (ESL) Bandscales (McKay, et 
al. 2007). Learners at level 4 on these Bandscales are typically able to employ some basic reading 
strategies like recognising and interpreting the conventions of text organisation. However, a range of 
challenges confronted Alice’s particular learners. These included retaining the ideas in the content 
read in previous sentences in order to construct meaning at paragraph and whole text level; 
recognizing the relationship between clauses in complex sentences; and handling new vocabulary 
while also acquiring new content knowledge. Level 4/5 is synonymous with the lower end of the more 
recent ACARA EAL/D Learning Progression (ACARA, 2012) level called “Developing”2. 
(see also http://www.acara.edu.au/curriculum/student_diversity/eald_teacher_resource.html). 
Endangered Animals Unit  - Sharks: superorder selachimorpha 
 In observing the learners it was obvious to Jennifer, as an outsider, that they had good general 
knowledge about the topic and that the students’ content vocabulary was developing well. For 
instance, as recorded in our field notes, students could list a number of endangered animals such as 
angel shark, golden toad and snow leopard, and cite reasons why they were threatened. Alice had 
developed vocabulary posters and put them on the walls above the whiteboard and had spent 
considerable time explaining how various animals were endangered with rich visuals via 
environmental print, Powerpoint and interactive whiteboard work. Figures 1 and 2 show examples of 
these. 
    Insert Fig. 1 and Fig. 2 here 
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 We quickly realised that if the students were going to be able to access information more 
independently for the mini research project on an endangered animal of their choice, we needed to 
attend to further reading goals of the more intensive kind.  Of particular interest were the skills of 
retrieving literal meaning, drawing inferences from texts, and adjusting reading strategies to suit text 
type and reader purpose (Harris, Turbill, Fitzsimmons & McKenzie, 2006). In addition, Grabe’s 
(2009) work on reading comprehension for second/additional language learners was informative for 
this project. We drew on his review of recent research literature in which he summarises effective 
reading comprehension strategies, as outlined in Table 1. 
 
                     Insert Table 1 here 
 
Grabe’s work is particularly instructive in highlighting the similarities with, and also points of 
departure from, those strategies that enhance first language reading. It is often said that good EAL/D 
teaching is just ‘good teaching’ but this view fails to take into account the specific second language 
research base that provides the theoretical underpinning for effective second/additional language 
teaching. The challenge for all teachers of EAL/D learners is to design specific reading activities that 
will flesh out each of Grabe’s broad strategies (see Table 1) in order to achieve the overall strategy’s 
goals.  For example, ‘summarising’ may be a useful strategy but it involves a number of sub-skills 
that need to employed simultaneously, many of which will still be developing for the English 
language learner. For summarising, sub-skills include paraphrasing which requires the ability to: 
identify the main ideas through the key words; change the order of ideas to suit your own purposes; 
substitute appropriate vocabulary; manipulate verb tenses; and reorder the subject and object of the 
sentence to switch voice. Summarising also involves punctuation to condense information (e.g., 
listing) and quoting sources. Each of these skills needs to be taught and practised, over time, in the 
context of thematic units of work. 
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 Alice’s students already had a solid bank of prior knowledge about endangered animals and 
Alice used visuals extensively in her teaching materials. She had also done some work on text 
structure awareness when showing her students certain internet sites that might be useful for their 
research project. Her teaching style is imbued with genuine, probing questions for which her students 
eagerly volunteer answers. After much discussion, Alice and I decided to focus on two broad areas 
with her year 8s – monitoring comprehension (as a broad metacognitive process), and using text 
structure awareness in particular, as a strategy used for monitoring comprehension (Grabe, 2009). 
We did the latter through intensive reading of various texts related to the theme of endangered 
animals. We did so for a number of reasons. Firstly, these were two areas on which we felt we could 
make an impact in the short space of time we had at our disposal. They are also needed across the 
curriculum and so were useful to experiment with in order for Alice to be prepared for further 
collaboration with other teachers in response to the new curriculum. In addition, they were two areas 
that we felt could possibly, with reinforcement, enhance students’ performance on high-stakes 
national reading tests. EAL/D students at this level consistently perform below average on these tests 
in Australia as the tests are not written with EAL/D language capabilities or language learning 
trajectories in mind. The test results do not necessarily show this, however, as newly arrived EAL/D 
learners with minimal English in Queensland are categorised for data collection purposes with all 
learners from language backgrounds other than English, thereby masking the extent of the problem for 
those with minimal English. This is the case with many large scale testing regimes that do not account 
for differentiation in the testing process (Koretz, 2008).   
 Our choice of reading strategies to focus on was not without challenge. Metacognition, 
according to Urquhart and Fareez (2012),  
“is the ability to think about and control the thinking process before, during, and 
after reading. Students who have learned metacognitive skills can plan and monitor 
their comprehension, adapting and modifying their reading accordingly. 
…..Ineffective readers, on the other hand, often don’t realize they should be doing 
something while reading except moving their eyes across the page. They are 
Responding to national curriculum goals for English language learners 
  15
unaware of the complexities of reading and have never been taught to think about 
what they are reading, create mental pictures, or ask questions.    
                              (Urquhart and Fareez, 2012. p. 4) 
Xu (2010) also notes the value of metacognitive strategies with additional language learners in terms 
of making the content more visible or tangible.  However, Grabe (2009) signals that monitoring 
comprehension is quite a complex process, and is better seen as metacognitive control rather than a 
single strategy though some researchers treat it discretely. He argues it is difficult to teach as there are 
so many ways students monitor their comprehension and little empirical research has been done on 
this with second language learners.  
 Developing text structure awareness also has a metacognitive dimension as it involves being 
aware of text ‘behaviour’ as well as one’s own reader behaviour. Along with Adoniou & Macken-
Horarick (2007), Hammond & Gibbons (2005) and Ogle (2010), Grabe (2009) suggests text 
awareness improves comprehension as it involves recognizing and attending to: 
 Levels of importance of info in text; 
 Heading and subheadings; 
 Paragraph choices; 
 Co-referential connections across ideas; 
 Relations of part-to-part and part-to-whole; 
 Transition forms and signal words; 
 Patterns for organizing text info (e.g., cause and effect, problem and solution, 
comparison and contrast, description, classification, analysis, argument and evidence, 
procedural sequence, chronological ordering   (p. 212). 
Of the vast range of specific strategies we could have chosen to attend to, we settled on three as an 
achievable goal in the timeframe.  These were:  
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 Scanning and working out the meaning of words in context. (This relates to monitoring 
comprehension in terms of reading carefully and recognising and responding to difficulty); 
 Drawing attention to lexical signal words in authentic factual reading material and the 
semantic relations in texts (This relates to using text structure awareness at clause and 
sentence level);  
 Identifying Top Level structure (This relates to using text structure awareness at the whole 
text and paragraph level). 
In the following section, we describe what unfolded in relation to these three reading goals in the 
instructional unit. Figure 3 shows the source material Alice chose to base the reading lessons around.  
 
     Insert Fig. 3 here. 
  
An authentic text was chosen as it was typical of the texts the students would find while researching 
on the internet, and it is typical of the way in which information is reported in Geography and a range 
of curriculum areas. 
 Scanning for meaning - words in context 
 Throughout the research phase of the project, students were going to be dealing with 
complex, authentic website material. They needed skills to help them read more actively and in 
particular to identify where information could be found on a webpage. With this aim in mind, students 
looked at the whole page and discussed textual features such as headings, subheadings, pictures, 
captions, text shading and information boxes. They then completed a task where they had to locate 
specific information about sharks, for example, life span, classification, physical description, location 
and reasons for being endangered. Students were asked to write down the name of the section where it 
was found. This gave them experience in reading selectively.  
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 Alice then extended this exercise by asking them to interpret the meaning of new words by 
using surrounding context. Students needed to locate a specified word and use their background 
knowledge, knowledge of the part of speech (or word class) and the surrounding sentence(s) to come 
up with an educated guess at the meaning. Specific words included: cartilage, lifespan, tapering, 
acute sense of smell, molluscs etc. Engaged readers make guesses about unknown words (Grabe, 
2009) based on contextual clues, including textual hints.  Such a challenging exercise relies on deep 
background knowledge, as well as being cognisant of syntactic cues. 
Drawing attention to signal words in texts – giving reasons and inferring 
 Our second target area was lexical signalling or noticing the words in academic texts that 
signal patterns of text organisation and relationships between ideas. Generalised lists are not 
practicable as there are many ways of indicating relationships between ideas and these vary with topic 
and context (Grabe, 2009). Research by Chung (2000) as well as Meyer and Poon (2001) indicates 
that paying attention to signal words, such as those that indicate cause and effect (e.g., ‘due to’; ‘as a 
result’; ‘is caused by’), does improve reading comprehension particularly among less-skilled readers. 
Armed with this knowledge, we focussed on one excerpt from the website mentioned earlier to 
prepare an intensive reading exercise on signal words. Figure 4 shows the portion of actual text taken 
from the website used in this part of the reading lesson.     
         
                                                        Insert Fig. 4 here 
 
To encourage the students to pay attention to signal words, particularly those that indicate reasons, we 
developed worksheet 1 based on the extract.  
 
                   Insert worksheet 1 here. 
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 Identifying Organisational Structure: relationships between ideas and accompanying language 
signals in texts. 
 The third aspect we attended to was helping students see the relationships between ideas in 
texts by using the text’s organisational patterns and associated language (Adams & Dutro, 2005; Ogle, 
2010).  Making explicit this connection between language and content can assist learners to see the 
purpose of the language being employed, thereby raising metacognitive awareness. Typical 
organisational patterns in expository texts include listing in temporal sequence; compare/contrast; and 
cause/effect. The efficacy in teaching these patterns is, according to Urquhart and Fareez (2012) that 
“students benefit from being able to recognize a text’s organizational pattern because they are able to 
read the information with specific questions in mind. That is, each organizational pattern suggests a 
series of questions that are answered within the text. Answering these questions helps students 
comprehend the intended message” (p.26). Grabe (2009) agrees research demonstrates structural 
hierarchy awareness can aid recalling more top-level, main idea information. One problem, however, 
is that many authentic texts like website materials, increasingly relied upon by teachers for research 
projects, do not demonstrate clear text structure that correspond to neat formulations like 
problem/solution or cause/effect. They are written by non-teachers for fluent readers and do not 
always make their textual organisation ‘moves’ clear. Some school textbooks also display this 
unfortunate feature (Fang and Schleppegrell, 2008). We found the web-based text we used in the AR 
project for text awareness purposes posed this problem, as discussed below. (For further reading in 
this area, Fang and Schleppegrell (2008) provide a very useful, detailed analysis of the specific 
organisational features of typical high school content reading texts in Science and History). 
 The article for this section of work was taken from National Geographic News (2007). The 
text, ‘Shark Declines Threaten Shellfish Stock, Study Says’ (Scales, 2007), was adjusted slightly to 
make it accessible for these students. For example, line numbers were added for ease of reference 
when discussing it with the class. Approximately half the original article was used. Long names of 
scientists and institutions were challenging and so were removed to help student focus on the content. 
See Appendix 1 for this text. 
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 Pre-reading: Before commencing the intensive reading task, students in groups matched word 
cards to definitions and played word games to build vocabulary confidence. Particular vocabulary 
developed included:  the ecosystem,  commercial fishing, top level predator; abundant, sufficient, to 
decimate, drastically and to wipe out. Vocabulary work remains a significant aspect of reading 
development among language learners and matching activities like these, along with repeated 
exposure in different contexts, are effective (Nation, 2001). Students also completed an online cloze 
exercise to give them knowledge of predator and prey relationships within food webs. 
 During reading: 
After looking at and discussing the images of the sea creatures in the article entitled Shark Declines 
Threaten Shellfish Stocks, students were asked to read the article in order to investigate the food web 
relationships. This gave the students a clear purpose for reading. To develop processing strategies and 
to express their understanding, students then drew a diagram with explanation boxes (Cook, 2008). 
The prior language and knowledge preparation helped the students handle this activity fairly smoothly 
indicating that they could extract content. Fig. 5 shows how a student from Taiwan represented the 
concepts of the broken ecosystem. 
     Insert Fig. 5 here 
 However, we wanted to help raise their awareness that extracting content from texts in 
various subject areas can be enhanced if we know that such texts are often organised, discoursally, in 
predictable ways. From here, we moved into exploring how the sentence and clause-level language of 
the text organises the top-level structure of the text and discussed how all texts have some sort of 
overall structure that guides the reader. We asked the students to go back to the same expository text 
(which they had now read at least three times) and to fill in a chart on causes and effects of shark 
decline. Students had to locate the effects for five causes provided, and the causes for four effects 
provided. To illustrate, “scallop populations have been decimated” (effect) – now find the cause in the 
text. 
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We then drew particular attention to the language signals that point to the cause-effect relationships. 
We worked together with the students to orally explore these signals using worksheet 2. 
                 Insert worksheet 2 here. 
Reflection - what worked? 
 The process of fully deconstructing a text, recognising its linguistic challenges and creating 
reading activities for students to engage with it more deeply has impacted strongly on Alice’s 
subsequent lesson preparation. It provided some strategies for Alice to engage her students “in robust 
ways in exploring language and content in the moment-to-moment unfolding of instruction in the 
classroom (micro-scaffolding)” (Schlepeggrell & O’Hallaron, 2011, p. 5). As part of the AR cycle, we 
reflected on each aspect of the intervention in discussions after each lesson and via email. Our key 
reflections are:  
1.Scanning and Words in context: Not all students could work out the words but they were 
nevertheless developing the grammatical meta-language to talk about the words and their classes. 
These newly acquired skills would need to be recycled during ensuing units.  
2. Signal words: Alice noted that the students often fell into a rhythm of working hard to complete 
a task and not focusing on the process. She commented: “Thinking meta‐cognitively about their 
thinking is a new concept for them. While they were clearly engaged in the process, did they 
actually have the ability or the language skills to explain their thoughts?” We also observed that 
the students seemed more focussed on the content aspects of the task despite our intense focus 
on language. Creese (2005) found a similar situation in her study in a Yr 10 Geography class in a 
London school. While the teacher attempted to keep the EAL students focussed on the language 
of Geography, “their objective was to get the answer” (p. 198).  Creese suggests this is directly 
related to what is valued in schools, i.e., curriculum content which is tested, even in those 
schools with inclusive policies that aim to meet both language and content objectives. Focused 
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language work like this needs to be a regular and articulated part of classroom practice to reinforce its 
value, and to generate the skills and confidence to do it. 
3. The Top-level structure/ Cause and Effect work felt rushed. The whole class approach we used in 
order to explain the metacognitive dimension and to keep this at the forefront meant that a few 
of the weaker students who were struggling were not adequately catered for. The whole class 
needed teacher guidance to deal with the new concepts, but they were all working at very 
different speeds and some needed one‐on‐one assistance. We wonder how the task could be set 
up to enable students to work in small ability groups or independently at their own pace while, 
again, retaining a clear focus on language. In addition, we observed that the chosen authentic 
website text posed real language barriers. For some it appeared too challenging; for others, any 
easier and there would have been no metacognitive challenge, but was the degree of difficulty a 
barrier to some students discussing their thinking? 
 Other observations made through the project included whether the product at the end, i.e., 
writing coherent notes in their own words and then a report on their chosen animal – was actually of a 
higher standard from what was done last year. The students appeared to have a greater degree of 
confidence to tackle independent research reading; however, this was based on observation and not 
empirical evidence. In addition, how could we tangibly determine whether this kind of intensive 
reading practice actually makes a difference? Assessing the students’ progress in this specific skill is 
challenging as it is closely linked to background knowledge and vocabulary acquisition. To fully 
assess student progress, pre- and post-testing might need to be done.  
 As a result of this small action research project, we make three suggestions that could 
enhance language teachers’ positioning in schools in order to meet overarching curriculum priorities 
such as reading development across the curriculum. Ideally, a whole school approach supported by 
education authorities would mobilise teachers to deepen their knowledge of content-related language 
demands in relation to their particular student cohorts (Schleppegrell & O’Hallaron, 2011). 
Particularity is the key as language learners have differing needs depending on a range of variables 
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such as first language variety, level of literacy in the first language, and proficiency in the target 
language. This was clearly evident in our attempt to teach top level text structure with learners at level 
4 in this group. Second, if a whole school approach cannot be instituted, language teachers and 
content teachers in areas such as Geography or history, taught ubiquitously in junior high schools, 
could decide to collaborate to increase their own “informed professionalism” (Schleicher, 2007). The 
language teacher can investigate the language demands of Geography and other content areas more 
deliberately to identify the literate practices within Geography that create opportunities for learning 
(Lyle, 2000). The Geography teacher can gain understanding of the “constellation of interacting 
grammatical and discourse features” (Schleppegrell, 2004, p. 76) that realise the discipline area. 
Finally, professional education associations for both content and language areas can cross-fertilise to 
bring the topic of language and content integration into greater focus in publications and conference 
themes and in teacher education programs (Schleppegrell & O’Hallaron, 2011). This would help 
break down the ‘silo mentality’ that leaves teachers of curriculum content with fewer resources for 
teaching language, and teachers of language with inadequate access to knowledge of curriculum 
content.  
Conclusion 
 This paper has reported on an action research project conducted in a Year 8 content-based 
language classroom in an Australian high school. The project sought to identify ways the teacher 
could address reading comprehension more proactively within parallel Geography  lessons. It 
focussed specifically on enhancing one teacher’s ability to make metacognition a stronger feature in 
her reading instruction with a particular group of EAL/D learners. The impetus for the project came 
from two sources. Alice recognised her need for reinvigoration in the area of teaching reading 
strategies that would assist her learners to access literate practices in Geogrpahy. Secondly, the project 
aimed to position Alice more confidently for future collaboration with content teachers in order to 
implement the national curriculum’s commitment to catering for EAL/D learners across the 
curriculum. All teachers in Australia, and in many other English-speaking countries, now need to 
meet this challenging curriculum mandate. 
Endnotes 
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1.  EAL/D is the term adopted by ACARA. Previously, the term ESL or English as a Second 
Language was used in Australia and still appears in policy, scholarly articles and resources. ELLs or 
English Language Learners is a term more widely used in the United States.  
2.   Students at the Developing level “can speak one or more languages/dialects, including 
functional English, and have a developing knowledge of print literacy in English. They are active 
participants in classroom and school routines, and are able to concentrate for longer periods. They 
purposefully engage with curriculum demands with increasing success. Their first language continues 
to be a valuable support, and these learners understand the value of code-switching – that is, the 
ability to change from one language/dialect to suit the context. They produce increasingly extended 
pieces of spoken and written English (although they may be more proficient in one mode than the 
other), which include their own innovations with the language. However, they are still developing 
control over English grammar and building their vocabulary; hence, they continue to need explicit 
language to be taught, and teaching strategies supportive of EAL/D learners, particularly with 
academic language of subject disciplines. They are increasingly able to use English sufficiently to 
demonstrate their understanding of content and thus meet some of the achievement standards for their 
year level, as described in the Australian Curriculum” (ACARA, 2012, p. 31). 
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Appendix 1 Website Text 2 
Shark Declines Threaten Shellfish Stocks, Study Says 
 
Helen Scales for National Geographic News 
March 29, 2007 
http://news.nationalgeographic.com/news/2007/03/070329-sharks-shellfish.html 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
1. Dramatic declines of large North Atlantic sharks due to overfishing have upset the balance of entire 
marine ecosystems, a new study shows. Now scallops, clams, and oysters are paying the price. 
 
2. Smaller sharks, skates, and rays that are normally eaten by the large sharks have become so 
abundant that they are decimating shellfish stocks, the researchers say. 
 
3. This shark decline, fed by growing worldwide demand for shark-fin soup, is indirectly causing 
some scallop fisheries to collapse entirely, the scientists add. 
 
4. A recent study, which appears in this week's issue of the journal Science, is the first ever 
demonstration of how wiping out top-level predators causes impacts that cascade down through the 
rest of the food web, the study authors say. 
 
5. "Commercial fishing has left so few big sharks that they no longer perform their role as the top 
predators," said study co-author Julia Baum of Dalhousie University in Nova Scotia. "The predators 
of smaller species of sharks and rays have been virtually wiped out." 
 
6. In new research, marine biologists discovered some species have declined by 99 percent and more. 
What was most alarming was that all 11 major species of predatory shark—including sandbar, 
blacktip, tiger, hammerhead, and bull sharks—drastically declined. As a result, 12 other smaller prey 
shark and rays species shot up in abundance. 
 
7. "Twenty years ago the abundance of rays was not sufficient to cause a decrease in the population of 
scallops. With the arrival of more rays, the scallop populations have been decimated, and the area's 
century-old fishery has closed. 
 
 
 
 
Figures, tables and worksheets to be inserted 
  
     clam                    oyster                 scallop             stingray                 
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Fig 1. Vocabulary lists relating to the Geography content on the wall in Alice’s room. 
 
Fig. 2. Endangered animals posters on the classroom walls, including the website text (on the left) 
which was the basis of intensive reading tasks. 
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Table 1.  Effective Reading Comprehension Strategies  (Grabe, 2009, p. 209) 
Effective Reading Comprehension Strategies 
1. Summarising 
2. Forming questions 
3. Answering questions and elaborative interrogation 
4. Activating prior knowledge 
5. Monitoring comprehension (metacognition) 
6. Using text-structure awareness 
7. Using visual graphics and graphic organisers 
8. Inferencing 
 
 
Fig. 3. Screen shot of the website from which Alice took the text for the reading tasks. 
(http://www.defenders.org/sharks/basic-facts)  
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Every year, sharks are killed in various fisheries, either intentionally for their fins and meat or 
accidentally as bycatch.  Shark finning, to provide for delicacies like shark fin soup, is one of the 
biggest threats facing sharks. They are usually ‘finned’ alive and the body is thrown back into the 
water where the shark either bleeds to death or drowns. With bycatch, they generally become 
accidentally entangled in fishing lines or nets put out in the ocean to catch other species of fish, and 
when fishermen haul in their catch, the dead or dying sharks are thrown back into the water. 
Like other marine life, sharks are increasingly threatened by climate changes that are altering ocean 
circulation, sea surface temperatures, and even the chemistry and salinity of the ocean. 
Sharks associated with coral reefs, for instance, are susceptible to the loss of those diverse and 
productive ecosystems as bleaching and disease kill off coral. From Alaska to the Adriatic Sea, 
(shark) sightings and captures indicate that numerous shark species are showing up outside of their 
normal ranges, which could be an indication that climate-induced food web changes are taking a toll. 
Fig. 4. The extract taken from the website (1) for the first reading lesson. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Worksheet 1                               Intensive reading of website text 1.                                                                               
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SHARKS - Climate Change and Other Threats 
 
 The sentence below tells you the two reasons why sharks are killed. Circle the 2 
reasons in this sentence: 
Every year, sharks are killed in various fisheries, either intentionally for their fins and meat or 
accidentally as bycatch.   
 What is ‘bycatch’? Can you think of other words that start with the prefix ‘by’? 
 Read the sentence below and circle the words that tell you why sharks are ‘finned’: 
Shark finning, to provide for delicacies like shark fin soup, is one of the biggest threats facing sharks. 
(‘to’ means ‘in order to’…..) 
They are usually ‘finned’ alive and the body is thrown back into the water where the shark either 
bleeds to death or drowns.  
 In the sentence above, we learn that sharks can die in two ways. Name them. Which word 
tells you that there are two ways/options?  
 Read the sentence below. Why are the nets put out in the ocean? 
With bycatch, they generally become accidentally entangled in 
fishing lines or nets put out in the ocean to catch other species 
of fish, and when fishermen haul in their catch, the dead or 
dying sharks are thrown back into the water.  
 The sentence below tells you another reason why sharks 
are endangered. Circle the two words that give you the 
basic reason: 
Like other marine life, sharks are increasingly threatened by 
climate changes that are altering ocean circulation, sea surface temperatures, and even the chemistry 
and salinity of the ocean. 
 From the sentence above, what are the climate changes doing/altering/changing? List 4 
things. Circle the verb ‘altering’. Note that it is only used once in the list of changes. Why do 
you think the writer did that? 
 From the sentence below, what kills the coral? 
 What does ‘those diverse and productive ecosystems’ refer to. 
 
Sharks associated with coral reefs, for instance, are susceptible to the loss of those diverse and 
productive ecosystems as bleaching and disease kill off coral.  
 Why is killing the coral a problem for the sharks? (inferring) 
 
 From the sentence below, what could be an indication of food web changes? 
sharks being 
caught
for example
vulnerable; 
open 
Responding to national curriculum goals for English language learners 
  35
 
From Alaska to the Adriatic Sea, (shark) sightings and captures indicate that 
numerous shark species are showing up outside of their normal ranges, which 
could be an indication that climate-induced food web changes are taking a 
toll. 
 
Summarise:     In a paragraph, write the three (3) reasons why sharks are 
endangered. 
Sharks are endangered for three main reasons. First,  
…………………………………………………………………………………
………………………….................................................................................... 
 
 
                 
 
 Fig. 5.  One student’s representation of the food web. (used with permission) 
 
 
sharks 
being 
seen 
appearing
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Worksheet 2: 
In paragraph 1, highlight the phrases that tell you this information in the reading text. 
 Shark numbers are declining,        due to          overfishing. 
                  effect                            due to               cause. 
Shark numbers declining    have upset       the balance of entire marine   ecosystems. 
What is the cause ? What is the effect?   
Para 2. Fill in only the important missing information. 
Abundant smaller sharks, skates and rays are (effect)_____________________________________. 
Para 3.  
(cause)_______________ is causing (effect)_____________________________________. 
Para 4. 
(cause)_________________________  causes_(effect)______________________________. 
Para 6. 
(cause)____________________________.   As a result, (effect)______________________. 
Para 7. With (cause)__________________, (effect)_______________________________ 
have 
changed in 
a negative 
way 
